Abstract-
When asked in an interview, what it meant to be a playwright, Dattani says, "I see myself as a craftsman and not as a writer. To me, being a playwright is about seeing myself as a part of the process of a production. I write plays for the sheer pleasure of communicating through this dynamic medium" (Nair) .
Mahesh Dattani was born on August 7, 1958, in Bangalore, Karnataka. He belongs to a Gujarati family originating from Porbandar, Gujarat. His parents lived in Bombay for some time and then settled in Bangalore, giving Dattani a chance to watch Gujarati and Kannada plays. Dattani When asked about the themes in his plays, Dattani says, "I talk about the areas which the individual feels exhausted. My plays are about people who are striving to expand 'this' space. They live on the fringe of the society and are not looking for acceptance, but are struggling to grab as much fringe space for themselves as they can" (Dattani xiii).
Some theatre group used to perform Gujarati plays in Bangalore and Dattani enjoyed watching these plays with his family. He was impressed by the power of theatrical performance. It sustained his interest of watching Gujarati and Kannada plays for a longer period. Dattani uses Gujarati settings in most of his plays. He acknowledges that "The playwright Madhu Rye influenced me a great deal in his portrayal of middle class Gujarati hypocrisy. Vijay Tendulkar's silence! The Court is in Session and Sakharam Binder impressed me with their complex portrayal of women characters" (Subramanyam 134 They face obstacles. They will do anything in their power to get it. All I am focussing on is the powerlessness of these people at the end of the play. I know it is always grossly misinterpreted as their come uppance for being 'bad' women" (131).
Dattani's Bravely Fought the Queen shows the emptiness of urban business families. The story revolves around Jiten and Nitin, the Trivedi brothers, their mother, and wives Dolly and Alka. Some outsiders are also caught in the tangle and the undercurrents in the seemingly 'normal' family are revealed to all. The play talks about familial violence, homosexuality, deceit and drudgery. The play Final Solutions takes on the theme of Hindu-Muslim hostility. He says that communalism has been carefully crafted in the minds of people through mental conditioning and deliberate restructuring of the past to effect the present. It shows the madness of riots and the political ambitions thriving on communalism.
On a Muggy Night in Mumbai, Dattani's latest stage plays raise the issue of homosexuality and the fear of revelation. The Radio Play Do the Needful talks about homosexuality as well as marriage of convenience. In the Radio-play, Seven Circles around the Fire, broadcast on the BBC in 1999, Dattani looks at the hijras, who are treated as lesser humans and sex objects by society. Dattani's plays deal with specific themes, the message being pointed and precise. He does not mince his words and hits at the audience openly with his versatile stage craft.
Homosexuality is a major, predominant theme in Dattani's plays. He deals with it in Bravely Fought the Queen. Patriarchal supremacy is another of his recurrent themes. In Where There's a Will, he shows a dominating father who dominates the household even after death. In Tara he shows how Bharati's father interferes in her decision and forces Patel and Bharati to barter their girl child's happiness and future in order to give the male child an advantage. In Dance Like a Man, Amritlal is an autocratic father. Dattani shows a hos t of hurtful husbands like the physically torturing Jiten and his father, in Bravely Fought the Queen. It will be well suited to say that oppression itself as a dominant theme in most of Dattani's plays.
Another concern of Dattani's plays is gender identity. The constructs of men and women as gender, their roles in the home and society, the guardians of gender constructs, are all examined in Dattani's plays. Hasmukh Mehta in Where There's a Will feels that his son is not 'manly', Amritlal in Dance Like a Man feels that men should not dance and Patel in Tara say that Chandan should not talk about knitting. Dattani raises too many questions simultaneously. He ceaselessly raises questions regarding gender, sexuality and social hierarchy in his plays.
Dattani's plays are revelatory in nature. There are always old skeletons in the cupboard and the past always rides on the shoulders of the present to create disharmony in life. There is a past action in his plays which is responsible for the turmoil and conflict in the present life of his characters. In Tara, a dark secret, when revealed kills Tara and Chandan inertly. In Bravely Fought the Queen the skeleton is Daksha and the revelation that Jiten's violence
